Drawing on works of literature, especially ones written by Dostoyevsky and Böll, this essay discusses Orwell's decision, at the height of the Cold War, to inform against suspected Leftist sympathisers.
It's easy to choose between good and evil, right and wrong, though quite often choices in social life and especially the field of politics aren't black and white: black isn't really black and white is full of grubby stains, or even that, which looks white to one pair of eyes, is for somebody else entirely black, and vice versa.
1 Discussions of the Ukrainian crisis and the annexation of Crimea-as much in Estonia as in the rest of the worldshow this clearly. Indeed, can we and how would we criticize Putin, regardless if the leaders of Ukraine hadn't affected things, to put it lightly, especially sympathy. "Pada sõimab katelt, ühed mustad mõlemad," (Jeers must be content to taste of their own broth)
as our anonymous commentators love to claim in Estonia. Just so that we remain, in every case, smartly neutral.
Yet sometimes it seems that the situation outright demands action, though the action doesn't suffice to be at all to our liking. This dilemma bothered Fyodor Dostoyevsky constantly. Aleksei Suvorin mentions two conversations with him on this theme, from the day when Narodniks sent an assassin to kill the Russian Minister of the Interior Mihhail Loris-Melikov, on February, 20th 1880. That day Suvorin visited Dostoyevsky and, naturally, they spoke about the assassination attempt and the bombing of the Winter Palace. Dostoyevsky was more worried, however, about something else, namely how dissembling and hypocritical everyone was, and how everyone was really on the side of the terrorists and only feigned opposition.
-Well imagine to yourself, for example, that you or I stand before Dazario's shop 2 and hear how one nihilist says to another that in ten minutes time the Winter Palace will be blown to piece. Do you go and warn them? Vexing. I doubt it. But capturing those nihilists or announcing their presence to the police, even this would not be a matter for conversation. 3 Some time later, Dostoyevsky approached this theme again. He turned his attention to the odd relationship society had with these kinds of crimes. Society almost sympathizes with its criminals, or better yet doesn't even know how to relate to them and becomes blocked by inactivity. From here the power of Dostoyevsky's creative imagination take over, using the devices of the following conversation:
-Imagine, that we stand with you by the display cases of Dazario's shop and are looking at it's picture. By our side stands a person who pretends also to be looking. He's waiting for something and keeps looking around. Suddenly someone else comes running up to him, and says: "It's flying straight over to the Winter Palace. I've fired up the infernal machine." We hear this […] . How ought we to deal with them? Would we go to the Winter Palace to warn them of an explosion or turn to the police, addressing the watchman, so that he can arrest these people? Would you go?-No, you wouldn't.-Even I wouldn't go. But this is really a horror. This is a crime. Maybe we would have been able to give a warning. I thought about this before you went out for a smoke. I listed all the reasons, which would have forced me to do it. The reasons are sound, solid; and thus I contemplated them, but they wouldn't justify action. And those reasons are completely empty. Simply fear being what discredits them. I can imagine how I will come, how I will be looked at, how I will be called out, made responsible, and maybe offered an award, but maybe suspected for collaboration. It's published: Dostoyevsky revealed a criminal. [….] Liberals would never forgive me for this. They would have tortured me, brought me to the fiercest criticism. Is this normal? Everything for us is abnormal and as such all of this really happens and no one knows what they must do, neither in the most complicated, nor the most simple of situations. I would have written about this. I could be so useful as to write many good and useful things as much to society as to the government, yet this is not allowed. We are not allowed to speak about what is most important. 4 Indeed, in Russian society the informant was a creature more contemptible than the criminal. And what's more, they didn't even really have to be informants. When the terrorist Dmitri Karakozov attempted to assassinate the Tsar in 1866, it was supposedly the peasant Ossip Komissarov who pushed him far enough away that the bullet grazed by him. Komissarov received a hefty reward as financial as it was a form of royal title, a praising choir of journalists, but also the contempt of educated society. Under scrutiny, the fact of Komissarov's push, it was said, was thought to be that Karkazov simply let him by. The government, however, pushed the title emanating from the common people:
This debatable heroic deed would become fateful for Komissarov. He drank himself to death, a deserved justice in the eyes of the public, showing the truth of the matter. But to conservatives he was a victim of persecution. While Karakozov was the hell-raiser for conservatives, Komissarov on the other hand was almost a perfect angel (he was even named "the hand of the most powerful", a saying which originates from the writer Nestor Kukolnik's play, "The hand of the most powerful saves the fatherland"), then for liberals and revolutionaries the victim was clearly Karkazov, with Komissarov representing the power of the repressor.
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The episode in question provokes thought. Though it's difficult exactly to formulate what Komissarov could be guilty of. Clearly not for saving anybody's life, even if this person is the much-loathed Tsar (who happens to be the most liberal politician in the history of the Russian monarchy). Komissarov was hated above all else for his fame and his public rewards (cf. Dostoyevsky's horror that he might be offered an award, as well as that he might be saddled with the infamy of an informant). It's quite improbable that, from a peasant, an average laborer could be pronounced a romantic stage hero-"Sure, I'll save the life of your rotten Tsar, but I won't suffer your thirty pieces of silver." Wherein lies his guilt? Is it only for the fact that Karkazov's (unsuccessful) assassination attempt was followed by a wave of repression?
The discussion of Dostoyevsky's dilemma regarding Russian society has already lasted over a hundred years, and a convincing solution has yet to be found. One is reminded frequently of a similarity with the terrorist attack in Volgograd. The best which the internet intellectual can offer is an anonymous tip by way of telephone or email. And from here the polemic will degrade into details of how to back up true anonymity. With this, the true ethical problem becomes a pseudo-problem, how to prevent the fame of an informant. But the true dilemma is the existence of the informant. Unfortunately Dostoyevsky dared only to note and cite the problem; if he had some solution to offer, he didn't even venture to do this in private conversations with his peers.
Insightfully, Dostoyevsky put forward this dilemma relating to the condition of Russian society, controlled within by an abnormal situation where people are able to make choices in neither complex nor simple situations. Surely this fear of an informant's publicity isn't felt in Western Society for the simple reason that the confrontation between the individual and society isn't ever as strong there as it is in Russia. Baader, Ulrike Meinhof and others formed the Red Army Faction, which deemed itself an organization of urban Marxist partisans. Using methods of revolutionary terror, they struggled against local (in their terminology fascist) society. For many years they held Germany's general public in fear, while their known acceptance among the general public made the struggle against them difficult. Right-leaning journalists aimed to hollow out this acceptance, in the first place through media belonging to the Springer concern, but also the newspaper Bild was especially zealous. Böll went out of his way to charge against such a journalistic campaign, writing many articles, and giving many interviews.
His stance can be characterized by the following, from an article for Bild published in 1972, "This is no longer crypto-fascism, there are no longer fascistoids, this is pure
Essentially, he not only takes over the general accusations of RAF in relation to society, but also their terminology.
Such is the work's background. The story itself, however, is different. A young girl by the name of Katherina Blum is at a dance party, where she makes the acquaintance of a young man who invites her that night into his home, while unbeknownst to her he his being pursued by the police and his house is surrounded. In the morning the police break into his apartment, but the man in question isn't there.
Katherina is taken to a hearing, which last several days. Although her collaboration in terrorism cannot be proven, she and those close to her are still terrorized not only by the police, but also the 'NEWSPAPER'. (For Böll, these letters are upper case, which clearly points to the publication Bild-Zeitung for which the printer's moniker is BILD. This emphasizes all the more the connection and, as he writes in his short forward, this similarity "is neither purposeful nor due to chance, but unavoidable.") The NEWSPAPER puts her through a number of front page stories which exaggerate tangentially all of the surrounding words and details, and confronts an honest and polite young woman with the most depraved and libidinous partnership with a terrorist. Due to her anxiety Katharina Blum shot a journalist and then gave herself up to the police. This work's message is that the capitalist and "free" media, as a repressive organization of the state, portrays itself to society as terrorism's worst nightmare. In the process, Böll shows very artfully how each worker, each factotum in this machine, is perhaps on their own completely innocent, and perhaps even a good person, though the machine of the state is itself absolutely evil. And thus any slogan calling for struggle against it is justified. Katharina Blum is a victim deserving the reader's sympathy and emotion. The journalist whom she murdered, however, is another part of the evil and doesn't deserve any sympathy.
In the same way the Russian intelligentsia justified terrorists at the end of the 19th and early part of the 20th centuries. Even those who were against violence, such as Leo Tolstoy, considered terrorists as victims, though not those representatives of state power whom they killed. In the case of Böll it is interesting that, unlike Tolstoy, he began himself to use the vocabulary of terrorists. In every case it unfolds single-mindedly from Böll's work that no self-honoring and righteous person can work with the state, especially those in the struggle against terrorism.
The specter of fascism in Europe is McCarthyism in America. Particularly traumatic in Western culture is the collating of any kind of doubt-provoking "black list", though this may be followed by a so-called witchhunt. Even until today, the shadow of Macarthyism continues to work effectively as a straw man in social debates. As a phenomenon, Macarthyism is at the same time both cautionary and extremely interesting-and this as much from a political as a cultural studies standpoint. How could one paranoid senator so dramatically and importantly influence the intellectuals of a large Thus it came as a huge shock when, at the end of the 1990s, a list of cryptocommunists and collaborators surfaced which Orwell had assembled and forwarded to the intelligence department. Under this name the Foreign Office of the United Kingdom had concealed a secret unit, which focused on works of sabotage by the Soviet Union, especially in the subject of propaganda. Essentially the act was one of counter-espionage.
Orwell passed on his list with the strict, confidential request, that no one was allowed to find out about it and his demand would be fulfilled. The document became known to the general public only a half century later.
All of this is staggering in its own right. The situation was made all the more depressing by the fact that, at the same time, Orwell's notebooks were published and one contained still another list of notable communists and collaborators. (Orwell noted this with the abbreviation F.T. -fellow travellers). Of these, a large number were included in the McCarthy committee's own black lists. It can only be added that Orwell's writings on certain names are quite far from the demands of today's political correctness. It was especially shocking to progressives that in Orwell's recently published notebook, which was the base for his list, the commentaries attached to names are still harsher. So he notes often, alongside notable links to the Soviet Union and Left-leaning world views, people's diseases, homosexuality, the colour of their skin and race, personality, and other personal traits. It can still be read in the list that, for example, John Anderson is stupid, Doublas Goldring is a disappointed careerist, but Isaac Deutscher only a sympathizer, a Polish Jew, and former Trotskyite who changes his views only for the sake of the Jewish question, though he can still change them again, and so forth. That Orwell's information is not always precise does not beautify him either.
The era should be noted. This document was written and handed over after 1959, meaning some months before Senator McCarthy began his own anti-communist crusade.
How might we understand all of this now? Opinions, as one could assume, diverge. It must be noted nevertheless that no one has praised Orwell for these actions.
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You react either with resolute criticism or attempts at justification. Criticism is more common, and this on both sides of the Atlantic. The fighter of Totalitarianism turns out himself to be a trivial informer. What relates to justifications then can be divided into two principle sets.
The first centers on the characteristic that, different to McCarthy's actions, no one suffered as a result of Orwell's. It's highly doubtful that, because of Orwell, Charlie
Chaplin was denied permission to enter the USA in 1953. Orwell's actions probably had no bearing on his denial of entry because British authorities had not forwarded any compromising material about the actor. Thus such an argument is weak, though on the other hand it does show the cold judgment which Orwell also naturally counted on.
Other defenders of Orwell bring out psychological motives. Supposedly the author had given his list to the young beauty Celia Kirwan in order to win her heart. In fact, Orwell had already been taken in by Celia and had, three years earlier, proposed to her. (Orwell's first wife died in 1945, after which he was quite lonely; within only two years after he began looking for another. Celia Kirwan was one candidate, though not the only one). Definitely paying attention to this was Robert Conquest, who had already sent Orwell to Celia, fearing that she might turn him down for someone else. It can be guessed that such fears were baseless. Orwell was definitely glad to meet Celia again, though their tepid affair had ended long before; she answered with a resolute no. Furthermore, at that time Orwell had begun a novel with his old friend Sonia Brownwell, his second and last wife, who would become, arguably, the prototype for Julia in 1984. That Orwell failed to end his letters to Celia Kirwan with phrases such as "respectably", "sincerely", etc., but wrote "with love, George" is not of much importance, as they are not love letters in content.
7 To my knowledge the only possible exception is Christopher Hitchens. Unfortunately his book Orwell's Victory (London: Penguin, 2003) or other writings on Orwell were not accessible during the writing of this essay.
In both cases Orwell's apologists explain away his behavior as human weakness; this, to me, is deeply mistaken.
Orwell gave his list which Celia Kirwan would forward to her superior, Robert Conquest, a poet, who was the vice-chairman of the intelligence department. By this time Conquest had as much experience in the army under his belt as in the career of a diplomat. Later he would become a notable historian, whose more important works deal with the Great Purge. label him a banal informer, his defenders emphasize that the purpose of his list was very limited-to this it can be added that they were only the names of those people who weren't fit for work in the intelligence department. Really, the goals of Conquest and
Orwell were much wider than this: to map crypto-communists and other counter-agents in Western society. In the list handed over, there are only 38 names, though in letters Celia Kirwan and, through her, Robert Conquest stress that this is still only a small part of the names. So, in fact, we know that in his notebooks there were quite a lot more.
Discussions of socialist realism during the 1930s in the Soviet Union came to the conclusion that there aren't any conflicts within Socialism. The primary argument was that there aren't antagonizing conflicts, though in its final formulation even the existence of non-antagonistic conflicts in socialist society was refused. However, this creates a narrative difficulty: how do you build a story which has no conflict? The solution was almost anecdotal: in a Socialist society it is possible only to have conflicts between the good and the extraordinary. Perhaps it's relevant to remember that at precisely this time the wave of repression was hitting its peak. More important is a second element: all totalitarian ideologies begin from the understanding that if action involves one choice, then one of the choices is always great. And it is just this single choice which everyone must make. The liberal worldview, however, begins in the thought that in real life there are very seldom ideal solutions and that one must avoid the worst choice. In this way George Orwell-Eric Blair by birth-worked, having in his choices eschewed British imperialism, Stalinism, Hitlerism, and again Stalinism.
Orwell's most enthusiastic champions have sainted him. A skeptic and atheist,
Orwell would be pained to hear this. A saint he certainly was not, though certainly a
citizen. And what of informing? This is actually the real problem. Pseudo-problems differ from our life's real problems such that they lack standard solutions, which work at all times and in all situations. This is each person's own decision, which is made consciously with the assurance of one's own heart. As Mihhail Bahtin once said, the question of being can't be an alibi. As a semiotician I would only like to add this much, that we must fear baseless actions, and not labelling designations.
